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Date: -/ 


Tammie Pope 

Nelson, Mullins, Riley, and Scarborough 
Post Office Box 11070 
Columbia, South Carolina 29211 

RE; Violations of the Mental Health 
Lawsuit SettleiTient Agreement 

Ms. Pope, 

I am writing to you regarding actions currently being taken by SCDC 
to place permanent steel plate covers over the windows of every prison 
cell throughout the Department of Corrections. I had heard rtunors about it 
happening at other institutions, but didn't believe anything so extreme, 
so cruel and inhumane could actually be true. But then last week they 
began sealing off the windows here at Perry. 

I stood in my room in shock and disbelief as I watched workers 
outside my window place a solid steel plate over it and bolt it tightly to 
the exterior wall, shutting out the welcoming sunlight, the blue sky 
overhead, and the green of the forest off in the distance, leaving me in a 
cold dark cell. In just a few short minutes they converted my little room 
into a windowless dungeon. And they're doing this throughout SCDC, to 
twenty thousand human beings. I just couldn't believe it. 

For anyone who has never spent time in jail or prison, perhaps the 
idea of one's cell window being blocked off seems like a minor 
inconvenience. But for those v/ho have endured any significant span of time 
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confined in a tiny cell, surrounded by the ugliness^ violence^ and despair 
of the prison environinent, those little rectangles of blue sky are a 
precious thing. It is a preaio\is thing in the struggle to preserve hope 
and sanity. There is a reason why all prisons have windows in their cells. 
It is not merely a reflection of simple human decency in a civilized 
society; it is a reflection of the commonsense understanding of what would 
happen to the human mind if people were locked away in windowless concrete 
vaults for long stretches of years, 

After the workers finished sealing off my window and moved on to the 
next one, I sat down on the edge of my cot, feeling a crushing weight 
descend upon me. I've been incarcerated for a long time and I've watched 
over the years as the prison system here in South Carolina become steadily 
more punitive^ more harsh and degrading. Each time I thought things 
couldn't possibly get any worse, prison officials proved me wrong and 
found yet another way to further restrict and burden the individuals under 
their control. 

But then came the incredible victory with the mental health class 
action lawsuit and it seemed for a time that SCDC had reversed course^ 
that rt would once again acknowledge our humanity and attempt to help us 
redeem ourselves and turn our lives around rather than continue to crush 
us further and further underfoot. My hopes soared. I thought a new day was 
dawning in the correctional system. 

The events of this past year, however, have proven that course^change 
to be largely an illusion. While other states have moved forward with 
prison reform, the South Carolina Department of Corrections has continued 
to go in the opposite direction, implementing one new draconian measure 
after another. 

New York and Indiana, for example, has introduced tablet computers to 
their prison populations to further rehabilitative efforts. Meanwhile 
South Carolina is turning its entire prison system into essentially one 
giant superxnax. With all cell windows being sealed off, and with inmates 
being confined in those cells for a steadily increasing percentage of 
their day due to severe, permanent staffing shortages, the situation rs 
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verging on. the point where there will be little differences between being 
in a punitive lockup unit (RHU) and being in the general population. 

This situation is deeply troubling in its own right, but even more so 
because it goes directly against the intent and purpose of the mental 
health lawsuit settlement agreement, which was to improve the Department 
of Correction's treatment of inmates with mental health problems, 
including reducing the use of punitive lockup facilities to house them. 
Now SCDC is getting around that agreement by turning the entire prison 
system .into a highly punitive, quasi-lockup housing facility. 

As if to emphasize this shift to a "lock-up" prison system, SCDC is 
also in the process of discarding the tasteful tan uniforms we currently 
wear in favor of garish neon-orange jail garments with the word "INMATE" 
blazoned in large letters across the chest and back. The intent is clearly 
to further stigmatize and dehumanize. There is no legitimate reason to 
abandon the current, less demeaning uniforms. 

This is all a prescription for disaster. It is a prescription for 
increased stress, anxiety, and despair amongst all the unfortunate, lost 
souls struggling to survive in this steadily darkening prison culture. It 
is a prescription for further psychological trauma and damage to the large 
percentage of inmates who suffer from various mental disorders. And 
ultimately - as a result of these harmful psychological consequences - it 
is a prescription for increased violence within the Department of 
Corrections - the very thing SCDC claims it is trying to avert with all 
the extreme measures rt is implementing. Rather than solve the problem, 
the harsh steps SCDC is taking are the equivalent of throwing gasoline on 
the fire. 

It is important to point out that none of the extreme measures SCDC 
is implementing are necessary to address the problems prison officials 
cite as justification for their action. For example, officials say the 
windows must be covered to stop inmates from cutting through the bars to 
retrieve contraband thrown over the perimeter fences. But incidents of 
cutting window bars has existed since prisons were first built over 200 
years ago, yet no prison system before has ever insisted that the only 
solution to this problem is to take the radical step of eliminating all 



cell windows. Rather, they used more reasonable measures, such as periodic 
cell inspections and foot patrols. SCDC has used these very measures 

before and could do so again. The real reason SCDC is turning to this 
draconian approach is because it is chronically understaffed due to a 
failure to pay adequate wages, and therefore struggles to marshal 
sufficient staffing to deter misconduct. 

It is also important to point out here that it is not true that the 
main source of the increased violence in SCDC over the last several years 
is due to gangs and cell phones. This is a canard aimed at shifting blame 
from prison officials and the state legislature to the easily demonized 

inmate population. The primary causes of the increased violence are the 
following factors: 

1. A Persistently underfunded prison system and underpaid staff, 
resulting in staffing shortages so severe it amounts to gross 
dereliction of the state's solemn duty to provide safe and humane 
conditions for the incarcerated citizens under its care; 

2. The passage of harsh sentencing laws back in the 80's and 90's which 

has resulted in an increasing percentage of prison inmates with 

extraordinarily long sentences and little or no hope of release, 

regardless of good conduct or efforts at self-reform; 

3. The long-standing lack of access to rehabilitative programming, 
meaningful work, and other positive activities for large segments of 
the prison population; 

4. A long-established pattern in SCDC of relentlessly implementing 
harsher and harsher prison policies over the years that touch every 
single aspect of an inmates life, steadily increasing restrictions, 
pressure, and psychological strain on him until conditions have 
finally reached the point where the cainel's back is beginning to 
break. It has been akin to a kind of death by a thousand cuts. 
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When yon take 20,000 human beings from mostly deprived and dysfunctional 
backgrounds and confine them in an intensely harsh and hostile environment 
for decades, with no hope of release, with little positive to do, and with 
dangerously inadequate staffing, you don't need a degree in psychology or 
corrections management to see what this will lead to: eventual chaos and 
violence. The attempts of some prison officials and state politicians to 
explain it all away as simply a matter of gangs and cell phones is an 
outrageous falsehood. 

It is my belief that the extreme, counter-productive measures that SCDC 
is currently implementing in the prison system are a violation of the 
mental health lawsuit settlement agreement - certainly a violation of the 
spirit and intent, if not the exact letter, of the agreement. These 
actions SCDC is taking - turning cells into windowless dungeons, keeping 
the inmates population locked in those dungeons for large segments of each 
day, and garbing them in garish new uniforms that are deliberately 
degrading and deh\imanizing - will cause serious psychological harm (and 
physical harm from the increased violence it will incite) ho every person 
confined in the prison system. Particularly the class of inmates with 
mental health vulnerabilities that the lawsuit settlement was supposed to 
protect and improve the living conditions for. 

I would therefore like to request that you pass this letter on to 
whomever is responsible for overseeing the implementation of the lawsuit 
settlement. I want the judge in the case to be made aware of what SCDC is 
doing. And I am requesting that the settlement monitor ask the judge to 
issue a court order directing SCDC to halt and reverse the harmful, 
settlement-violating measures it is taking. 

Sincerely, 
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